Since the 19th century a strong women's movement has been active in many Middle Eastern societies, creating a real challenge for the authoritarian governments and the patriarchal social systems. However, international groups and authors continue to generally stress a regressive stance on women's rights and an imposition of the inferior political, social and economic status of women in Saudi Arabia. Even though "there is no doubt that Saudi Arabia's legal and social subjugation of women is one of the most repressive in history" (Coughlin, 2006, p. 164) , the reality is somewhat more complex than this.
In Saudi Arabia, there are groups of women and men who are bravely involved in an activism within an authoritarian regime that practices an extremist interpretation of religious rule, inequality and gender segregation. Saudi women leading the way for reforming their society and becoming a more significant part of the intellectual and work force have affected societal and gender relations. It is also remarkable in Saudi Arabia how the demands about women's rights have created controversies among the women in the society. This is because a good proportion of the society with conservative and nationalist tendencies views freedom of mobility for women as something that could lead to immorality and Westernization of the country. Thus, the demands for substantial reform pose a challenge not only for women but also for the rulers oriented toward reform.
This chapter scrutinizes the condition and activism of Saudi Arabian women with regard to the gender gap, segregation and inequalities. It also analyzes the influence of political, economic and cultural developments on the social change in Saudi Arabian society, while focusing on After introducing the theme, the first part will reveal the political and religious structure in Saudi Arabia. The second part will focus on the particular application of a gender regime in the function of organizing the society and legitimizing the continuity of authority in Saudi society through gender segregation, the gender gap in politics and work, and inequality in marriage and family affairs, with the aim of illustrating how the micro power relations enable the persistence of the social and political system at a macro state level while opening new spaces for more recognition. The last part will focus on the nature of Saudi women's activism, the progress it has made and the challenges it faced in light of feminist discourses and practices in the Middle East.
Political/religious structure and women
Based on a Wahhabi form of Islam, the regime in Saudi Arabia represents one of the most repressive policies toward women. The regime allowed the Saudi religious authorities to impose all sorts of restrictions on women, who were forced to become an icon of the kingdom's purity. This resulted in the creation of a gender inequality regime in Saudi Arabia, where there is strict segregation of the sexes and women are not treated as equal citizens and are not permitted to vote or stand for office. There is still no woman suffrage (Al-Rasheed, 2013; Zuhur, 2011; Coughlin, 2006) .
The purpose of the Saudi state -which was established in 1932 by Abdul Aziz ibn Saud -"is not to protect or enhance the rights and freedoms of the individual; it is to promote Islam, instill a culture of obedience into the populations, and ensure stability" (Lippman, 2012, p. 13) . The Qur'an is the fundamental law of the land; and Shari'a is interpreted according to a strict Sunni, Wahhabi orthodox form of Islam. Hence, in Saudi Arabia, it is religion and traditional customs coexisting with patriarchal life codes that basically define gender roles and women's rights. However, after September 11, "when the state decided that its religious nationalism had become a burden on state security and survival, it immediately championed women's causes as a means to defeat those Islamists who challenge it [the kingdom] using both peaceful and violent means" and "to achieve both local and external legitimacy" (Al-Rasheed, 2013, p. 293) . As Al-Rasheed also precisely points out, "recognizing the state's need for women's loyalty at this critical moment and under the
